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Abstract 
A major challenge for organizations, and a differentiator of corporate performance, is the ability to execute 
strategy.  The corporate board and senior managers consider are concerned with the formulation of strategy but for 
success, strategy formulation must be balanced by effective execution.  Strategy is delivered through projects and 
programs but the value that project management can offer in ensuring delivery of strategy is often unappreciated at 
senior level where project management is often seen as a tactical rather than a strategic capability.  Project 
managers can re-frame their role from tactical to strategic by making explicit the links between corporate strategy 
and projects, by understanding the concerns that drive the board and senior managers in their organizations in their 
industry, by addressing those concerns and structuring corporate project management capability to address them.   
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Considerable attention is given in the literature and in practice to the formulation of strategy, and the 
importance of effective strategies to corporate performance.  Strategy implementation has received less research 
attention than formulation (Li, Guihui, & Eppler, 2008) but it is “making strategy work – executing or 
implementing it throughout the organization” (Hrebiniak, 2008, p.12) that presents a major challenge.  No matter 
how good strategies may be, they are of little value if they are not balanced by effective implementation. Often, 
corporate strategies of competing firms are very similar and the key differentiator is their relative ability to deliver 
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the strategy.  Inability to deliver on strategy erodes stakeholder faith and support. For public companies the result 
of this erosion can be seen in the disintegration of share prices and for others the loss of stakeholder support can 
inhibit ability to raise capital or garner the political support needed to meet the growth demands of tomorrow. 
While much of the discussion of strategy in the project management literature is concerned with the strategy for 
individual projects; or with “strategic” projects (Grundy, 2000); or the need for individual projects to be aligned 
with corporate or business strategy; Jamieson and Morris (2004) amongst others, suggest that projects and 
programs are vehicles for the implementation of strategy and position the management of projects as a key 
business process.  Artto and Dietrich (2004) provide an excellent review of strategy and strategic management in 
support of an argument for linking the management of multiple projects in organizations to the ultimate business 
purpose.  Shenhar (2004) also suggests that projects are initiated for business reasons and proposes that elements 
of organizational project management capability, including project strategy, spirit, organization, process and tools, 
should be aligned with business strategy.   
Chaffee (1985) points out that there is no consensus on definition of strategy, but associates Chandler’s 
definition with what she describes as a linear strategy model which includes strategy implementation: 
“Strategy is the determination of the basic long-term goals of an enterprise, and the adoption 
of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out those goals” 
(Chandler, 2003, p.13) 
In line with this definition, Chandler (2003) suggests that a structure is required to take action, allocate 
resources and implement strategy.  A role for projects and programs is to provide structures for allocating 
resources and taking action to implement strategy.   
Most organizations are involved in competitive activity either directly (as in the case of commercial enterprises) 
or indirectly (as in the case of government departments) and so a further aspect of strategy to consider is concerned 
with the competitive environment within which the organization operates.  There is a considerable literature on the 
relationship between strategy, context and competitive advantage (e.g. Porter (1985), Prahalad and Hamel (1990), 
Barney (2002)). A firm achieves competitive advantage in a given market whenever it outperforms its competitors 
(Cool, Costa, & Dierickx, 2002).  This involves a balance between strategy formulation and strategy delivery, 
between the selection of projects to be undertaken and the arrangements made for managing those projects. 
2. Balancing project management as a core competence and as a strategic enabler 
Realistically, not all aspects of strategy are implemented through projects and programs.  Strategy 
implementation encompasses both operations or business as usual (BAU), by which an organization accomplishes 
its purposes on a day by day basis, as well as activities undertaken to change or improve an organization’s ability 
to accomplish it’s purposes.   
It is important to note that for many project based organizations, projects and programs are business as usual.  
For such organizations, the management of projects and programs either on behalf of clients, or to deliver products 
to clients, often under contract, is its primary business and can be considered a core competence (Prahalad & 
Hamel, 1990).  However, an organization can excel at managing projects on behalf of clients (it’s primary business 
purpose) but be deficient in its ability to implement its strategy and effectively change or improve it’s own 
capabilities to respond to changing market conditions.  The capability to execute strategy, implementing change 
through projects, programs and operations, is a key differentiator of corporate performance.  In this context, project 
management is a dynamic capability (Teece, 2009) or strategic enabler.   
Depending upon the context, the use and purpose of projects and programs will differ.  They will be subject to 
different strategic drivers and the “specific and identifiable processes” (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000, p.1105) used to 
manage them may be expected to vary accordingly.   
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3. Matching Capability to Strategy 
If we look at an organization’s project management systems, although they may “have similarities across firms 
(popularly termed ‘best practice’)” they are still “idiosyncratic in their details and path dependent in their 
emergence” (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000, p.1105).  The specific set of processes and routines used in the 
management of projects can be expected to vary not only from firm to firm but according to the nature of the 
market and the positioning or strategy of the firm in that market.    
This need for balance between business strategies and configuration of project management systems in different 
contexts is directly addressed by Srivannaboon and Milosevic (2006) and Cooke-Davies, Crawford and Lechler 
(2009), in case studies that demonstrate that a company or business unit will select advantageous competitive 
attributes which will then “drive the different ways that projects are managed in terms of their foci and contents” 
(Srivannaboon & Milosevic, 2006, p.500).   
If we are to effectively re-frame project management as a strategic capability we need to enhance our 
understanding of the advantageous competitive attributes or strategic drivers that are characteristic of specific 
markets and industry sectors.  This leads to the question addressed by the research presented in this paper.  From 
the executive perspective what are the most important strategic drivers in different industry sectors?  Answers to 
this question provide insight into the concerns of senior managers and the focus that should be taken by project 
managers in each sector in order to highlight the need for balance between strategy and delivery and enable the 
link between strategy and projects to be made explicit. 
4. Methodology 
To answer the research question stated above, a qualitative study was designed with the aim of identifying key 
strategic drivers in each of six industry sectors: engineering and construction, pharmaceutical, finance, energy, IT 
and telecommunications and petrochemical.  A small sample of a minimum of two interviewees in each sector was 
chosen based on the industry knowledge of the researchers.  To access the executive view, members of senior 
management were targeted for interview.  In addition, three interviews were conducted with market analysts.  
Semi-structured interviews, using open-ended questions were in two parts.  The first part of the interview protocol 
made no reference to projects.  The questions asked all related to what, in a competitive and relative performance 
sense, needed to be done superbly in the industry sector; the criteria and measures used to assess success in the 
sector both internally and by analysts; factors that drive share price or similar indications of performance and the 
key things they need to do or achieve in order to satisfy shareholders and other key stakeholders.  Market analysts 
were only asked this set of questions.   
The second part of the research protocol dealt with projects.  The primary intent here was to identify specific 
characteristics of projects conducted in the sector, key competencies, challenges and key criteria that need to be 
met in delivery of projects in order to satisfy corporate strategy.  All interviews were transcribed and the data 
analyzed using grounded theory techniques (Strauss, 1998) with the aid of AtlasTi 5.6.3 qualitative data analysis 
software. 
5. Results 
Key strategic drivers identified across all interviews are presented Figure 1 below.  Emergence of Financial and 
Execution Performance as the most frequently cited strategic driver demonstrates the centrality of execution and 
delivery to corporate performance across all sectors.  As both Financial Performance and Execution Performance 
are complex composite attributes, further explanation is warranted and is provided below.  Note that numbers 
appearing in all figures represent frequency of occurrence of each code in the dataset and are provided only as a 
graphic illustrator to support interpretation of qualitative data.   
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Fig. 1. Key Strategic Drivers 
5.1. Financial Performance 
The code “Financial Performance” was used wherever an interviewee referred to financial performance 
generally, or covering a number of aspects of financial performance together, as an important signifier of 
successful corporate or project performance.  Examples of quotations citing financial performance include: 
“We have to deliver to our financial plan”.[6:23] 
“I guess financially they look at our financial results.  We’re a public listed company, so they 
look at that”. [18:14] 
“They look at cost of income, profit, and the like.  Market share is obviously fairly critical.  
When you look at market share, you look at direct revenue, you look at cost, profitability, it 
really comes down to the concept of earnings per share.” [9:19] 
The last quotation above provides an indication of the range of topics incorporated in financial performance.  
Cost efficiency is a related term but is significant in its own right as will be seen in the analysis by industry sector.   
5.2. Execution Performance 
Execution Performance includes reference to performance in a general sense as well as achievement of specific 
performance outcomes such as time, cost, quality, safety and environmental results.  Also captured under this term 
is the infrastructure required to maintain acceptable levels of performance.  Examples of quotations that illustrate 
what is meant by Execution Performance include: 
“Metrics for success include high availability, a low number of issues, and delivery of 
projects on time and under budget.  These figures used are within our performance 
management process”. [11:14] 
 “Just the usual, I suspect - adhere to time, cost, quality, risk management and 
communication management - but they do it better than their competitors”. [11:17] 
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A number of the aspects covered by separate codes can be considered associated with or part of Execution 
Performance as shown in the network view presented in Figure 2 below.   
Fig. 2. Execution Performance and Related Themes 
5.3. Key Strategic Drivers by Sector 
In the following section each of the six industry sectors under examination is introduced with a description of 
the distinguishing characteristics of projects in the sector, drawn from analysis of the interviews.  A summary bar 
chart of the most frequently mentioned themes for the sector is then presented.  Only those themes that appear at 
least twice in the transcripts of interviews for the sector are included in the bar charts.   Further explanation, 
illustrated with relevant quotations is then given of the key themes or strategic drivers identified.  Each quotation is 
identified with the quotation identification number allocated in AtlasTi.   
Petrochemical 
Projects in the petrochemical industry were described as highly “capital intensive” [4:2, 5:1]. Associated with 
this is the sheer size of the projects which are also transnational and complex.  It is essentially a project based 
industry where projects are a core competence, but the projects are so large that each one could be considered a 
business.  Customers of projects are internal.   
Fig. 3. Strategic Drivers – Petrochemical Sector 
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Financial and Execution Performance are important but the primary driver in the sector is Predictability and 
Meeting Commitments.  These three drivers are intertwined as the following demonstrates: 
“The bottom line is we have to execute our projects flawlessly.  To be successful, we have to 
essentially honor our commitments to the business managers, to the executive team; we have 
to be very predictable.  When we state the forecast, when we state a cost and what the 
schedule of these projects is going to be, we have to deliver on that, so that they can manage 
their portfolio and manage expectations with Wall Street, etc.  Our job is to manage the 
capital of the company. We execute the plan of the company;  we are the ones that take their 
vision and execute it, hopefully flawlessly.” [4:1]
Engineering and Construction 
Projects in this sector are largely executed under contract for clients external to the performing organization 
with emphasis on schedule performance and scope control.  Environmental performance is highlighted along with 
a need for innovation and keeping pace with technology.   
Fig. 4. Strategic Drivers – Engineering and Construction Sector 
Again, Financial Performance is important, but the leading driver in the Engineering and Construction sector is 
Execution Performance, with emphasis on the traditional metrics of time and cost.  Risk management is closely 
linked to this and appears as an important driver.  Execution Performance is not just about time and cost however.  
In an industry where much of the work is carried out under contract, winning the contracts is important and 
demonstrating the ability to do the work contributes to this.   
“We need to deliver a project on time and in budget and once we win a project ….. that is 
what it takes on your resume is to show that you have done what your customer has asked 
you to do, and convince them that we have the ability to do it.  We tell them we know how to 
get these things done.” [7:14] 
Energy 
Energy providers are operating in an area of volatility which is highly regulated, competitive and cost sensitive.  
Operating costs and capital cost efficiency are important [3:9]. They need to be efficient in purchasing energy, 
managing energy trading risk and they need to gain market share in order to reduce operating costs [3:11].  The 
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supply chain is important in this sector.  Due to the nature of the industry, environmental issues are significant.  
Interestingly, both innovation and standardization are considered characteristic of the sector.  Innovation is 
necessary for growth and for utilization of new technologies.  Standardization is required to achieve cost 
efficiencies.   
Fig. 5. Strategic Drivers – Energy Sector 
Provision of energy involves many stakeholders including government, consumers and a wide range of 
businesses.  It touches many lives so it is not surprising that Stakeholder Engagement is considered a key driver: 
“Stakeholder management and people management and communications is the absolute key 
we’ve found here”. [14:14]  
“It appears that good PR is a key issue; communications.  People who appear to be 
successful are very good at the PR side of things.  It’s just a particular characteristic of this 
industry as opposed to other industries, where other factors are more dominant”.[15:13] 
Finance 
A significant characteristic of projects in the finance sector is the intangibility of the end products: 
“I think what’s unique about our projects is that they deal with the intangible. So when 
you’re developing a service or a product or an end to end experience, it’s not like building a 
building, you’re actually building intangibles. And that makes it particularly challenging 
through the whole life cycle, from the whole concept of articulating what is the outcome, 
what is the value of the project, what is it that his finite piece of work that’s engaged with 
cost time and scope, what is it going to deliver.” [9:7]  
Sensitivity to the media is another characteristic of the sector that also reflects the focus on customers and 
customer satisfaction: 
“In banking, media do like to bash the banks, so it’s critical to have a heightened awareness 
of customer satisfaction.  A poorly implemented change project, or anything that could 
potentially impact negatively on customers, could quickly leak to the press and blow up.  
That’s something that’s very important in this industry”.  [10:7]      
Change projects are referred to in this last quotation and this is indicative of the importance of such projects in 
the sector.  Transformation was a term used by all interviewees from the Finance sector.  This is also a regulated 
sector where a considerable number of projects are undertaken as a matter of compliance.   
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Fig. 6. Strategic Drivers – Finance and Business Services Sector 
Execution Performance and Cost efficiency can be seen as directly connected to the drive for financial 
performance and Predictability, Consistency in Performance and Risk Management support this.  Predictability is 
seen as having a direct impact on share price: 
“Analysts would judge success against performance; if the organisation makes a prediction, 
how close they are to that prediction.” [12:15] 
IT and Telecommunications 
In this sector the focus is around customers.  Therefore, “the majority of project work in the telco industry is 
market based, unless they are dealing with core infrastructure” [17.7]. 
Fig. 7. Strategic Drivers – IT and Telecommunications 
Reliability of End Product emerges as the key driver for achieving customer satisfaction and market growth.   
“It’s all about the performance of the infrastructure, whether it’s going up or down, how well 
does the network perform, are there outages, can customers answer their phone.” [17:15] 
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“We have to essentially deliver to the customer systems which are reliable and which meet 
their expectations.” [18:1]       
Pharmaceutical 
Those in pharmaceutical industry are quite clear about the characteristics that distinguish their projects from 
those in other sectors.  They are characterized by complexity and uncertainty and they evolve; presenting all the 
challenges of innovation  
“What is unique and different about what we do, in project management and targets, other 
than any other industry, is that instead of starting with the blueprint;  you build the blueprint 
as you go”. [20:7]  
“Innovate.  The company needs to be able to develop new knowledge, and use that 
knowledge to innovate in pharmaceuticals”. [21:1] 
Fig. 8. Strategic Drivers – Pharmaceutical 
Pipeline is a characteristic feature of the pharmaceutical sector.  Productivity is judged on the number and 
nature of projects “in the pipeline” which has a direct impact on earning potential [20:18].   
6. Conclusion 
Each sector clearly has its own flavor, and there is one key driver in each case that gives a hint of that flavor.  It 
is interesting that Execution Performance is important across all industries, and the key driver for both Engineering 
and Construction and the Finance sector. The key drivers for each sector are summarized below.  
Table 1. Summary of Key Drivers by Industry Sector.
Petrochemical Engineering & 
Construction 
Energy Finance IT & Telecoms Pharmaceutical
Predictability Execution 
Performance 
Stakeholder 
Engagement 
Execution 
Performance 
Reliability of End 
Product 
Innovation
Financial 
Performance 
Financial 
Performance 
Cost Efficiency Cost Efficiency Customer 
Satisfaction 
Pipeline
Execution 
Performance 
Stable & Quality 
Management 
Innovation Financial 
Performance 
Financial 
Performance 
Ability to Deliver 
Strategy 
Safety Meet Customer 
Expectations 
Revenue Profitability Market Share Schedule 
Performance 
Cost Efficiency Innovation Profitability Ability to Deliver 
Strategy 
Market Awareness Portfolio Perspective
Growth Customer Adding Value for Adding Value for Cost Efficiency
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Satisfaction Customers Customers
Customer 
Satisfaction 
Meet Customer 
Expectations 
Repeat Business
Execution 
Performance 
Competence
From the executive perspective what are the most important strategic drivers in different industry sectors?  
Answers to this question provide insight into the concerns of senior managers and the focus that should be taken by 
project managers in each sector in order to highlight the need for balance between strategy and delivery and enable 
the link between strategy and projects to be made explicit. 
The question driving this research was: from the executive perspective what are the most important strategic 
drivers in different industry sectors?  Answering this question is a prerequisite for understanding what is important 
to executives concerned with striking a balance between strategy formulation and strategy delivery.  It provides 
project managers with insights to assist them in making the link between strategy and projects explicit in order to 
re-frame project management from a tactical to a strategic corporate capability.    
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